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Activism can be inherently stressful in its nature (Hope, Velez, Offidani-Bertrand, 
Keels, Durkee & Myles, 2018; Hou & Bonanno, 2018). A person experiencing stress can 
experience a variety of negative physiological and psychological effects, as well as a 
narrowed worldview and mindset (Kok, Catalino, & Fredrickson 2008; Lupien et 
al.,1998; Sindi et al., 2017; Steptoe & Kivimäki, 2013; Kuhlmann, Piel, & Wolf, 2005). 
Previous research has indicated that emotions, which can be a reason to join or can be 
generated in the activist activity itself, play an important role in why individuals begin, 
stay in, and leave their activist work (Jasper 1998). There is, however, a gap that exists 
between the study of stress coping and resiliency, and activism or social change 
movements. The current phenomenological study, which was initially created as a 
Summer Scholar’s project, aims to work toward filling this gap, by looking at the 
experiences of individuals who work toward social change. There were three research 
questions at the conception of the project; what makes a resilient social justice activist, 
how do newcomers to a cause differ from experienced activists, and what internalized 
core values drive social justice activist. Phenomenology is the study of subjective 
experience and how that lived experience is perceived by those involved (Giorgi, 1975). 
16 semi-structured interviews were completed, recorded, and transcribed in the 
Northeastern United States. Once this process was completed, the interviews were 
analyzed for emerging themes. All participants were above the age of eighteen and 
identified with at least one activist group, cause, or organization. Participants represented 
a variety of races, ages, genders, abilities, and professions. An array of experiences 
related to social causes and time spent in activist work were represented in the sample. 
Four overarching themes were observed. First, personal connection is a motivator and an 
instigator of the activist work people chose to engage with. All participants demonstrated 
some connection to their cause, be it a life experience or that of a loved one. Next, being 
a part of a group is both a social benefit and a factor that directs the individuals work. 
Finding a group to be a part of and identify with is a social benefit that many activists 
perceived from their work. The group provides a sense of belonging and purpose during 
otherwise difficult times politically or personally. Third, self efficacy allows feelings of 
hopelessness to transform into tangible action and keeps the activist engaged. It was of 
high importance to many participants, who felt that to be an activist, tangible change had 
to happen. It was a way to cope with stressors, knowing that they were making a real 
impact on problems they observed in society, as opposed to feeling helpless in a larger 
societal conflict. Finally, the professional self can either be in conflict or in conjunction 
with the activist self, which can cause additional stress or lead to a change in involvement 
for a cause. Many participants chose to go into careers that were in conflict with their 
activist work, or that hindered their involvement at different points in their career, while 
others chose careers that were directly related to their work and furthered their cause. The 
results from this study can add to a currently politically relevant conversation about how 
social change occurs, and how the individuals who work for those changes cope with the 
associated stressors. These results also indicate a bridge between academia and the 
individuals in social change movements, who would benefit from learning from each 
other. New activists might be experiencing certain stressors and stigma for the first time, 
and older activists can serve an important role in this education of stress management. 
Lastly, the findings can inform clinical practice  in the fields of psychology and social 
work for those serving activist populations.  
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